Unrestricted access to mental health services.
This study examines referrals to a nurse-led, community-based, acute psychiatric assessment and treatment centre in the north west of England which operates an open referral system. Data were collated over 12 months and the total number of assessments was 1,544. It focused on the appropriateness of emergency assessments, which accounted for 29 per cent (n = 446) of the total. In considering 'appropriateness' the authors examined each assessment by source, risk, diagnosis and outcome. The results show that professionals and non-health professionals, such as the patient themselves, carers or a voluntary group, are equally likely to make inappropriate referrals, but, overall, open access was used efficiently by both groups. The results also indicate that open access to the service enabled early intervention for high-risk client groups. Implications for professionals and services are discussed.